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Atlantic Montagu, having set the British merchantmen on their
way, was cruising over a two-hundred-mile stretch of water in the
hope of intercepting the latter. In the event of his doing so, his
six capital ships ran the risk of meeting not merely Vanstabel's
two escorting battleships but Nielly's five and Villaret Joyeuse's
twenty-six, all of which were sure to be shadowing die convoy's
path.

For eight days Howe searched the Atlantic in vain. But-on May
28th, 460 miles west of Ushant, his frigates sighted Villaret Joyeuse
to windward sailing N.N.E. before the wind in three columns.
Though there was a heavy swell and the French, ship for ship, were
superior in tonnage and gun-power, Howe clung for two days to
the enemy's tail, harassing his rear ships and battling for the weather
gage. By the night of the zgth he had got die French to leeward and
forced four of their ships out of the line for the loss of only one of
his own. In forty hours of continuous fighting and manoeuvring
his skilful tactics had gone far to redress his earlier strategic
error. He could look forward on the morrow to a fleet action with
twenty-five batdeships and an enemy on his lee with only
twenty-two.

But during the brief summer night fog fell. For two days the
fleets were hidden from one another. Occasionally, as narrow
lanes of light parted the mist, the look-outs in the British frigates,
clinging grimly to the French flanks, caught glimpses of shadowy
giants gliding from darkness to darkness or saw aloft, caught in the-
sunshine, peaks of dazzling white canvas. Then the mists would
close again. While they did so Nielly's squadron joined Viilaret
Joyeuse, bringing his strength up to twenty-six ships; and the
great convoy, over a hundred vessels strong, passed within a few
miles of the British Fleet sailing unscathed and unseen towards
France. On the same day Montagu, despairing of finding either the
convoy or his own admiral, put back to Plymouth.

By gradually leading Howe away from the convoy's track
Villaret Joyeuse had saved France. But he could do no more. The
English Admiral, confiding in bis hard-wrought lifetime's craft
of sailing ships and fleets, was not to be kept from his chosen
prey. The dawn of Sunday, June ist, rose on a clear horizon, a
soft sea bathed in sunshine, and four miles to leeward the French*
Fleet.